Bearing witness: a moral way of engaging in the nurse-person relationship.
For nursing, the idea of bearing witness is of utmost importance. Nurses are present with persons who experience changes in their health and quality of life and who live intense and profound moments of struggling, questioning, and finding meaning. Nurses are also with persons from moment to moment as their lives unfold, and when joy, serenity, contentment, vulnerability, sadness, fear, and suffering are experienced. In this paper, it is proposed that bearing witness is a moral way of engaging in the nurse-person relationship. Based on Levinas's ethics of the face, it is claimed that bearing witness is enacting one's moral responsibility, which arises from the encounter with the other. Drawing on Parse's human becoming theory, ways of witnessing and bearing witness are defined and discussed. It is suggested that bearing witness is a human-to-human way of being-relating, a mode of human coexistence. Bearing witness is being present and attentive to the truth of another's experiences. Moreover, in this paper, the ways nurses enact their moral agency and bear witness to others placed in their care, or turn away, are explored. Nurses' moral agency is located in the constrained moral space of contemporary health care. Hence, the creation of a moral space, which allows nurses to enact their moral responsibility of bearing witness to other persons' experiences of health and quality of life, is called for. In doing so, it is suggested that the act of bearing witness needs a specific nursing knowledge base and a recognition that being present and being with another is a valuable nursing practice that is utterly meaningful for persons who are living through difficult times.